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30 Alumni Support
Reflecting a new conscious-ness of the necessity of con-sumer protection, the LawSchool’s New York City Pro-
gram in Finance and Law this year
added a weeklong learning series on
consumer financial protection issues.
Organized by Associate Clinical
Professor Lauren E. Breen, the week’s
instruction included speakers and pre-
senters from government agencies,
public interest groups and the financial
services industry. Speakers included
James Kim, an enforcement attorney
for the federal government’s newly es-
tablished Consumer Financial Protec-
tion Bureau.
The New York City program is an
immersive experience in which a select
group of students spend a semester of
their second or third Law School year in
Manhattan, learning from their profes-
sors and from cutting-edge practition-
ers in the high-stakes world of law and
finance. 
Professor Philip Halpern, who di-
rects the program, notes that as the legal
job market has contracted, the New
York City program – now in its ninth
year – was an early response to that
challenge. “Law schools are facing sig-
nificant challenges, as shown by the de-
clining opportunities for law gradu-
ates,” Halpern says. “Law schools have
responded by innovating with new
programs that emphasize specialized
practice areas and clinical opportuni-
ties.”
Especially through their work on
small-group projects under the super-
vision of experienced practitioners,
Halpern says, students experience “very
specialized areas of the law such as fi-
nancial derivatives that they would not
typically encounter in any detail in Law
School. Working with these practition-
ers emphasizes the importance of tradi-
tional legal skills, such as critical analy-
sis, problem solving and careful struc-
turing of arguments, so that the idea of
learning to think like a lawyer that one
associates with traditional legal educa-
tion is not passé but is very much pre-
sent. 
“The students see that lawyers need
to know in great detail about pieces of
the world that are non-legal and then,
armed with this knowledge, take the
analytical approach they learned in the
Law School to solve problems. The ap-
proaches can be legal, business-orient-
ed or political, but frequently they in-
volve all three.” 
In addition to the focus on con-
sumer financial protections, Halpern
says, the most recent iteration of the
program has included special instruc-
tion on options trading, including pre-
senters from the Options Clearing
Corp. in Chicago and from the New
York Stock Exchange, and a special pre-
sentation on taking a company private
through equity investment. There’s also
a continuing emphasis, Halpern says,
on issues resulting from the implemen-
tation of financial regulatory reform
under the Dodd-Frank Wall Street Re-
form and Consumer Protection Act.
The learning is intensive, and often,
even years later, alumni of the New York
City program say the experience has
stayed with them, whatever role they
find themselves in after law school.
Conversations with a handful of suc-
cessful graduates reveal that this first
taste of high finance is not easily forgot-
ten. Indeed, some alumni of the pro-
gram say the connections they made
have been the key to their new careers.
For Daniel Kelly ’12, the program
helped transform him from “an average
public speaker who
wasn’t very comfort-
able in front of an au-
dience” into a confi-
dent and assured pre-
senter.  “That was ulti-
mately the biggest
thing for me.  The
program gave me the chance to present
in front of an audience and speak in
front of my peers and professionals on
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a regular
basis,” says Kelly, who
now practices tax law as an associate
with the law firm Hodgson Russ. He
credits the program’s emphasis on
preparation – “being ready to discuss in-
tricate topics with attorneys at some of
the best law firms in New York” – as well
as the final oral presentation of the stu-
dents’ semester-long small-group pro-
jects.             
The material covered, he says, also
has been invaluable. “The program of-
fered a diverse curriculum that was ap-
plicable in law school courses and also in
my practice,” says Kelly, who regularly as-
sists clients with state and local tax mat-
ters.  “The program covers a lot of rele-
vant ground, including transactional
work, regulatory requirements, the Uni-
form Commercial Code, and litigation,
particularly concerning the Securities
and Exchange Commission Division of
Enforcement.  Having knowledge in
these and other areas covered by the pro-
gram has been, and will continue to be,
useful.”
Ryan Seher ’11 returned to New York
following his Law School graduation.
There he works with the investment





ments that govern de-
rivatives trading be-
tween the bank and
hedge funds. “Every day there’s some-
thing new that comes up that I need to
work with,” he says. “It’s really exciting,
and I do have fun with it.
“Our group does a lot of work with
Dodd-Frank,” Seher says, “and it’s really
nice that I can
put to use all the work
we did on Dodd-Frank in the pro-
gram.” His small group, Seher says,
looked at what were then proposals for
new regulations and how they would af-
fect over-the-counter derivatives: “We
read a lot about Dodd-Frank and Title 7.
Learning the language of finance helped
a lot. Once you get the language down,
it’s easier to read about and understand
it.”
As well, he says, “I got to meet a ton of
people. The program opens you up to so
many alumni in law firms, banks and fi-
nancial agencies who do this work every
day. I credit my project sponsor with
helping me to get the job I have now.” 
Karen Oddo ’12, who practices as an
associate in the litigation department of
the Boston-based law
firm Ropes & Gray,
says the program has
proved its utility in
practice. “I think that
the most valuable type
of legal education
would be one that re-
quires students to frequently (1) observe
practitioners in action, and/or (2) work
on actual case work or case simulations
conducted by practitioners,” Oddo
says. “The New York City program was
easily the most valuable part of my legal
education because it afforded me the op-
portunity to do exactly this.  
“I was able to learn from global lead-
ers in corporate law and finance,
through interactive discussions about
their real-world experience. The practi-
tioners always injected strategic consid-
erations into our discussions, including
how a particular situation could have
been handled better (or how a particular
contract could have been written better,
etc.).
“Particularly helpful was the pro-
gram’s focus on allowing students fre-
quent contact with documents regularly
handled by corporate lawyers and teach-
ing us how to review them efficiently. As
a first-year associate, familiarity with
these documents and their key provi-
sions (or at least, the knowledge about
how to determine which provisions are
key) has been invaluable.”
Jason Lee ’07, who practices as an as-
sociate with the New York City law firm
Cahill Gordon & Rein-
del, says the program
“allows you to get a
broad overview of var-
ious practices that hap-
pen in the financial
capital of the world.
There are a lot of dif-
ferent things happening, and you proba-
bly won’t ever learn everything that goes
on in the financial markets and the legal
markets supporting the financial services
industry here. Too many times you start
out a job and you get put into a practice
group and all your life you’re doing this
one niche thing, and you never really see
the big picture. To get that early on in
your career is really valuable.” 
Lee has returned to the program as
an instructor, sharing his professional
knowledge of corporate finance law. At
Cahill, he typically works with lenders
and represents the underwriters in a se-
curities offering. 
About his current work he says,
“There are certain aspects of the practice
that are stressful, and plenty of week-
ends, plenty of all-nighters when you’ve
got to get it done, plenty of canceled din-
ner plans. But the satisfaction I get is, I
enjoy working with highly intelligent,
highly motivated colleagues and clients. I
like negotiating; I like drafting legal doc-
uments. Once you start to get the hang
of it, a lot of these documents are like a
puzzle to be solved. When you get the
document and have a clear understand-
ing of what needs to happen, you get
into the zone. It’s challenging work. I’ve
never really been bored in this job.”
S U N Y  B U F F A L O  L A W  F O R U M  •  S P R I N G  2 0 1 3
Left to right: Melle Xu ’13,
Lauren Opsahl ’12,
Professor Philip Halpern,
Daisy Tomaselli ’13 and
Dan Fabian ’13
2013 Spring Forum 11238_2013  5/20/13  10:19 PM  Page 31
